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Abstract 
Researching social needs is fundamental for understanding the dynamics of quality of life, social exclusion, poverty or economic 
inequality, as well as for the design of social policy. In Romania, research on social representations of the good life has shown 
that people make a distinction between the material and social world.  
The material aspirations could be analyzed on two dimensions: a) fundamental needs, essential for survival, which are universal 
and have an internal source and b) material needs that reflect the social circumstances in which people live in.  
The public opinion perspective on material needs is as legitimate as the welfare experts’ one. How do Romanians see the 
essential material needs for their life? What is the extent and which are the dimensions of material deprivation (poverty) in
Romanian society? 
For measuring social needs, we used a 21-item composite scale in a survey carried out in June 2013, featuring a representative 
sample for Romania’s adult population. We observed a large consensus in the Romanian society in viewing certain needs as 
living standards. Material deprivation is multi-dimensional, affecting variable segments of the population. The most important 
factors accounting for the variance in material deprivation are income, labour market participation, education and medium of 
residence. 
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1. The research of social needs 
Individual or community wellbeing is the result of fulfilling the human needs for a better, accomplished, decent 
life, according to societal standards. Social needs are relevant for many areas of social research, regardless of being 
implicitly or explicitly referred to. In quality of life research, social needs feature as criteria for the evaluation of the 
way of life (Zamfir, 1994). In the research on poverty, socially perceived needs necessities and material deprivation 
offer a broader perspective than the one based just on income. To this extent, poverty means more than lack of or 
precarious income (Townsend, 1979, Sen, 1999). 
In the research on social exclusion in Britain, several methods for studying poverty were used. One of these 
focused on the lack of socially perceived necessities, also known as the consensual poverty method. This 
methodology entails three stages, according to (Pantazis, C., Gordon, D., Levitas., R., 2006): a) identifying the 
goods, services and activities perceived and acknowledged by the public as life necessities, worthy of being 
fulfilled, b) identifying those that have an enforced lack of socially perceived necessities, who were going without 
because of money, c) determining the households income level with a high risk of material deprivation.   
Socially defined needs become life objects, plans and projects. This motivational function of human needs is an 
explicative factor of economic, civic or political behaviour. Determining the social needs is fundamental for the 
design of social policies.  
The overall picture of social needs, their specific content and the level at which they have to be fulfilled to attain 
individual and social wellbeing have been the subject of numerous theoretical and methodological debates in 
sociology. The debate was more animated especially after the 1980s, when the role of the state and social policies 
were discussed upon. Who should have the responsibility of fulfilling the human needs for wellbeing: the individual, 
through the market, family and community or the state? Which needs should be taken under consideration from the 
social policy perspective? The primary ones, like food, clothing, shelter or the secondary ones as well, such as 
healthcare, education, etc.? 
Romanian research on the social representations of the good life revealed that people do make a distinction 
between the material world, i.e. the desirable living standard, and the social world: family, friendship, work, self 
accomplishment, human relationships, and other cherished life areas. In Romania, the most critical area of quality of 
life is living standards(Mărginean, 2012). No one wants to be poor, but not all people want to be rich; most aspire to 
a decent living. But what is the meaning of “decent”? Material aspirations could be analyzed on two dimensions: a) 
fundamental necessities, essential for survival, that are universal and have an individual source (food, sleep, shelter), 
and b) material necessities, that reflect the social circumstances in which people live (goods, services and activities 
desired by the majority of people and which are viewed as the standards for a decent, normal life in society) 
(Dumitru 2010). This is why the public’s perspective, the community’s definition is as legitimate as the one of 
welfare experts:  
 How do Romanians see the essential needs for their life?  
 What is the extent and dimensions of material deprivation in Romanian society? 
The empirical data used in this paper is from a survey made in 2013 on a probabilistic, multi-stadial, stratified 
sample of 1,227 subjects, representative for Romania’s population. The sample has a margin of error of +/- 2.8% at 
95% level of confidence. The electoral roll was used as sampling base. Interviews were carried out face to face, at 
the subjects’ home, which were selected using the contingency table (modified Kish) method. The survey was a part 
of the Inclusive-Active-Efficient project, co-ordinated by the Research Institute for Quality of Life and financed by 
a CNCSIS PARTENERIATE grant no. 216/2012. 
2. Living standards in Romania 
A range of goods, services and activities were subject to public evaluation – whether people do or do not need 
them. The list included food, shelter, durable goods in the household, clothing, free time and financial security. The 
survey featured a question with 21 items referring to needs, about which the subjects were asked to answer whether 
they have them, they do not have them, but do not need, or they do not have them, but cannot afford. The 21 item 
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design was based on the British methodology for multi-dimensional poverty and social exclusion measurement 
(Gordon, 1999, Levitas, 2007) and the Eurostat methodology used in the pan-European survey on income and living 
conditions EU-SILC for measuring material deprivation (European Commission, 2012).  
A majority of Romanians view the 21 goods, services and actions as necessary for a decent life in society to a 
varying degree. More than nine in ten persons reported the need for adequate food (two hot meals a day, a meal with 
meat or fish every second day), shelter (an adequately warm home with running hot water) and a series of durable 
goods (TV, refrigerator, cable TV, washing machine, phone). Other goods and services, although viewed as 
necessities by the majority of Romanians, do not enjoy the same levels of social support. The bicycle was reported 
as a necessity by young or middle aged persons, rather than over 50; men rather than women and those that live in 
rural areas rather than those based in urban areas. Daily access to the Internet, having a car, a holiday away from 
home and getting out in the city are regarded as necessities mainly by young people, by persons with higher 
education, over average income or urban residents. Having a computer, laptop or tablet and daily access to the 
Internet are perceived as necessities by more than 9 din 10 people under 35. In the future, the generational shift will 
lead to attaining a large level of social consensus regarding these needs. 
Table 1. Public evaluation of material needs in Romania 
No Needs Do want 
(percentage) 
Do not have, 
but do not need 
(percentage) 
(1) TV 98.9 1.1 
(2) refrigerator 98.6 1.4 
(3) two hot meals a day 98.0 2.0 
(4) keeping the home adequately warm 97.3 2.7 
(5) cable or satellite TV 95.3 4.7 
(6) a washing machine 93.9 6.1 
(7) running hot water, shower, wc 92.6 7.4 
(8) a meal with meat or fish (or vegetarian equivalent) every second day 92.4 7.6 
(9) fixed or mobile phone 92.2 7.8 
(10) a sum of money put aside for unexpected expenses 90.5 9.5 
(11) an amount of money for personal needs, not part of the family budget 89.6 10.4 
(12) at least two pairs of all weather shoes 89.5 10.5 
(13) a savings account 88.8 11.2 
(14) an outfit to wear for special occasions, such as a party, wedding, or job interview 87.5 12.5 
(15) new, not second-hand, clothes 87.1 12.9 
(16) getting out once a month in the city or to the nearest city for shopping, relaxation, 
meeting friends and relatives 84.8 15.2 
(17) one week annual holiday away from home 83.3 16.7 
(18) a car or bike 75.9 24.1 
(19) a PC, laptop or tablet 71.4 28.6 
(20) daily access to the Internet 69.9 30.1 
(21) a bicycle 57.1 42.9 
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3. Material deprivation 
The degree of fulfilment of the needs perceived as necessary for a civilized life varies across the Romanian 
society. Over 90% of the population has two hot meals a day, an adequately warm home, having a TV and a 
refrigerator. At the opposite end, less than 30% enjoy basic financial security (via a savings account), financial 
autonomy in the household or a week of vacation away from home.  
The persons that do not have the goods and services perceived by society as the standards of a decent life are 
divided in those that do not need them and those that deem them as necessary, but cannot afford. This is an enforced 
deprivation, determined by lack of income. Only people in the latter category experience material deprivation. Most 
Romanians lack financial security and autonomy and could not afford a vacation. Other deprivations affect variable 
segments of the population. For instance, almost one in two do not have the car or bike they desire; over a quarter 
have a home without running hot water and sanitation; more than 16% lack a meal with meat or fish every second 
day, etc.  
Table 2. Material deprivation in Romania – unfulfilled social needs (the share of those that have a need, but can not afford) 
No Needs Do not have, but 
can not afford 
(percentage) 
(1) TV 2.1 
(2) refrigerator 4.2 
(3) two hot meals a day 5.1 
(4) cable or satellite TV 5.2 
(5) keeping the home adequately warm 6.2 
(6) fixed or mobile phone 9.6 
(7) a meal with meat or fish (or vegetarian equivalent) every second day 16.5 
(8) a washing machine 16.7 
(9) an outfit to wear for special occasions, such as a party, wedding, or job interview 19.4 
(10) at least two pairs of all weather shoes 23.5 
(11) running hot water, shower, WC 26.4 
(12) new, not second-hand, clothes 26.7 
(13) a PC, laptop or tablet 32.2 
(14) daily access to the Internet 33.5 
(15) a bicycle 34.3 
(16) getting out once a month in the city or to the nearest city for shopping, relaxation, 
meeting friends and relatives 44.2 
(17) a car or bike 47.3 
(18) one week annual holiday away from home 65.9 
(19) an amount of money for personal needs, not part of the family budget 67.8 
(20) a sum of money put aside for unexpected expenses 70.6 
(21) a savings account 76.9 
 
Individual wellbeing varies according to the degree social needs are fulfilled. Very few of Romanians posses all 
the goods and have access to all the services that they regard as necessary for their life. The others lack one or more 
goods or services. On a scale from 0 (all needs are fulfilled) to 21 (no need is fulfilled): 
 16.6% have between 14 and 21 needs unfulfilled; 
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 40.1% have 7 - 13 needs unfulfilled; 
 43.3% have 0-6 needs unfulfilled. 
In comparison to the abovementioned data, official statistics for 2012 point to a level of relative poverty of 16.6% 
with the inclusion of self-consumption from household resources (subsistence farming), according to  Ministry of 
Labour 2013. The percentage of population in relative poverty increases to 21.5% without self-consumption and is 
very similar to the share of 21.6% in the population of people with at least 13 needs unfulfilled. 
Table 3. Multi-dimensional material deprivation 








21 0.3 0.3 10 7.1 39.6 
20 0.7 1.0 9 6.0 45.5 
19 1.0 2.0 8 6.2 51.7 
18 1.5 3.5 7 5.0 56.7 
17 1.5 5.0 6 6.8 63.5 
16 2.9 7.9 5 8.6 72.1 
15 3.6 11.5 4 6.9 78.9 
14 5.1 16.6 3 5.7 84.6 
13 5.0 21.6 2 6.2 90.8 
12 5.4 27.0 1 3.8 94.5 
11 5.5 32.5 0 5.5 100 
 
The needs, as consensually defined by people, do not hold the same relevance for the quality of life. Some reflect 
the social circumstances in which people live and what kind of lives they value. These vary from one society to 
another and evolve in time under pressure from new technologies, socialization, media and advertising, and new 
consumption patterns. What is luxury today, tomorrow becomes something ordinary and necessary. Complying with 
the standards of wellbeing facilitates social inclusion and participation in community life. 
Other needs are fundamental, essential for survival, for a long and healthy life, for the ability to work and earn 
income. Food is a problem for an important share of the population: 16.5% of Romanians could not afford a meal 
with meat or fish (or vegetarian equivalent) once every second day; more than 5% do not have two hot meals a day. 
Over a quarter of the population does not have hot running water and sanitation, and more than 6% cannot afford to 
adequately warm their homes. In many households, there is no washing machine (16.7%) or refrigerator (4.2%).  
3.1. Towards an narrow index of material deprivation 
The abovementioned six items of fundamental material needs could be aggregated in an index of deep material 
deprivation, as a complementary measurement of poverty and social exclusion in Romania. Statistical arguments – 
the number of persons that experience deprivation in one area or another – constrain us to retain for analysis three 
deprivation items, which refer to: 
 Food: a meal with meat or fish (or equivalent for vegetarians) once every second day; 
 Housing: running hot water and sanitation; 
 Durable goods: washing machine. 
Almost two million Romanians are living in poverty and none of their basic needs is fulfilled forced by low 
income. Some other 14% are at-risk of poverty, with just one of the three needs fulfilled. Together with the former 
category, this amounts to 23.5% of the population, which is close to the official relative poverty rate of 21.5% in 
2012, without self-consumption, according to( Ministry of Labour, 2013). 
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Table 4. Index of deep material deprivation 
No of fulfilled needs  Percentage Cumulative 
percentage 
0 9.6 9.6 
1 13.9 23.5 
2 20.9 44.4 
3 55.6 100 
 
As we have seen, there are segments of the population that experience multiple and deep material deprivation. 
For these people, there is a significant association of unfulfilled primary needs as a consequence of lack of money. 
Malnutrition is the main trait of poverty. Most people that could not afford a meal with meat or fish once every other 
day also do not have running hot water and sanitation in their housing (more than two thirds) and do not own a 
washing machine as well (more than half). The most important factors in the variance of the multi-dimensional 
material deprivation are income (contingency coefficient 0.533), employment and labour market participation 
(99.2% of those living in poverty are not employed), education and urban or rural place of residence. Living in 
poverty occurs more frequently for the unemployed, day workers, pensioners, and housewives. Nine out of ten 
persons that experience multiple and deep material deprivation reside in rural areas. Poverty is an important factor in 
general life dissatisfaction, suffering and unhappiness.  
4. Discussion 
There is a large consensus among Romania’s population regarding the prevailing decent standard of living. This 
includes not only the fulfilment of primary needs, that would insure survival, but also more sophisticated needs, 
such as giving a car, a computer, laptop or tablet, affording a vacation, and financial autonomy. These standards and 
socially constructed and evolve over time. 
Material deprivation is multi-dimensional and varies across Romania’s population, including larger or smaller 
segments of the population. Deprivations that affect primary social needs, like food, housing quality, and the 
possession of durable goods offer another insight on poverty as a multi-dimensional and deep phenomenon, as well 
as on the consequences for social inclusion and participation. The empirical data showed that an index of multiple 
deprivation based on social needs is a complementary method in measuring poverty and social exclusion. 
The population’s perspective on social needs is certainly more wide-ranging than the one made available through 
this research. Further research – quantitative and, especially, qualitative – focused on social needs, as they are 
defined in the Romanian society, will support to explain and understand the dynamics of the Romanians’ quality of 
life, with important benefits as well for the design and evaluation of social policies.  
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